Epidermal growth factor (EGF), first isolated from the mouse submandibular glands (Cohen, 1962) and subsequently identified in human urine (Cohen and Carpenter, 1975) , is a 53-amino-acid polypeptide hormone that stimulates proliferation and/or differentiation of a variety of cells in vitro as well as in vivo (Carpenter, 1979) . Results DEAE-Sephadex G-25 ion-exchange chromatography of human milk extracts revealed three major peaks, designated as I, II and III, all of which competitively inhibited 125I-labeled EGF binding to its receptors (Fig. 1) . Competitive binding curves generated by peak I appeared to be parallel to that for standard hEGF in RIA and RRA, and equally active in both assays (Fig. 2) , while those for peaks II and III were also superimposable on the standard curve for hEGF in both assays (data not not shown). The purity for each peak was examined by SDS-PAGE (Fig. 3) exchange chromatography (unpublished observation). Therefore, these components with hEGF activities in human milk appear to be physicochemically, immunologically and biologically (receptor binding activity) indistinguishable from urinary hEGF.
It should be noted that the elution pattern for milk hEGF by Sephadex G-25 ion-exchange chromatography in this study resembles that of urinary hEGF by DE-52 cellulose ion-exchange chromatography for final purification procedure (Cohen and Carpenter, 1975; Savage and Harper, 1981) . It has been suggested that standard hEGF as originally isolated by Cohen and Carpenter (1975) may be derived from hEGF (1-53) by removing C-terminal Arg' or LeuArg residue(s) based on its electrophoretic mobility (Savege and Harper, 1981) . Shing and Klagsbrun (1984) , on the other hand, have reported that the major growth factor activity in human milk has a mol. mouse mammary gland (Van Noorden et al., 1977) , recent evidence has indicated the presence of relatively abundant messenger RNA coding for EGF precursor in the lactating mammary gland of the mouse as demonstrated by a hybridization method using complementary DNA as a probe (Rail et al., 1985) . It has been reported that colostrum contains potent mitogens for cultured fibroblasts (Klagsbrun, 1978) and stimulates enteric mucosal growth (Schwartz and Heird, 1981) . EGF promotes growth and maturation of epithelial tissues of the digestive tract (Feldman, et al., 1978; Johnson and Guthrie, 1980; Mato and Menard, 1982) . Furthermore, EGF is acid stable and relatively resistant to proteolytic enzymes (Carpenter and Cohen, 1979; Gregory and Wiltshire, 1975) . Therefore, it is possible that milk EGF may not be completely inactivated in the digestive tract, but exert its trophic effect directly on the epithelial tissues of the digestive tract. Alternatively, ingested EGF in breast milk might be in part absorbed from the digestive tract into circulation to affect other tissues of the newborn infant, because EGF administered orally into the newborn mice induced precocious eyelid-opening by stimulating proliferation and differentiation of the epidermal tissue (Cohen and Taylor, 1974) . In agreement with this assumption is the fact that the absorption of macromolecule hormones from the digestive tract has been demonstrated in suckling animals (Koldovsky, 1980) . However, the physiological role of milk hEGF in neonatal growth and maturation remains to be determined.
